
Unpaid Domestic Work: Evidence From The Indian
Time Use Survey 2019

Vaibhav Rathore
Under supervision of Prof. Oindrila De

Abstract

Unpaid domestic work is a pervasive issue around the world
as its burden disproportionately falls on women due to the gen-
der norms and expectations of our society. This paper provides
evidence of such disproportionate burden in the Indian context
using the Time Use Survey of India 2019. It also identifies a pos-
itive association between unpaid caregiving services by women
part of the labour force and their highest level of education. The
results, while being counter-intuitive, are not spurious and find
support in past literature.
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1 Introduction

Unpaid domestic work refers to the unpaid labour typically performed
within households, such as cooking, cleaning, childcare etc. These tasks
are not considered economic activities since they take place outside the
market and involve no monetary transactions whatsoever, hence it is dif-
ficult to impute its value in monetary terms. This is one of the major
reasons why this kind of work is undervalued and even goes unrecognized
at times, despite the crucial role it plays in maintaining households and
even human capital. Activities like childcare, feeding household members,
etc. facilitate development and sustenance of human capital in the form of
working population as well as children which would become assets to econ-
omy in the future. Moreover, we live in a patriarchal world where, gender
roles and expectations are deeply ingrained in most societies and women
are expected to take on majority of household tasks and responsibilities
while men are viewed as the primary bread-earners for any household.
The representation of men as breadwinners and women as caregivers per-
petuates a ’gendering’ ideology that distorts and limits human potential
and narrows the range of experiences of ’being’ and ’doing’. As a result,
women who perform unpaid domestic work often face challenges and dis-
advantages in their personal and professional lives. This issue of unpaid
domestic work undertaken by women remains a pervasive issue that af-
fects women around the world. If we are to make further progress towards
gender equality, we must address the fact that it is neither “normal” nor
“natural” for either men or women to limit themselves within these con-
ventional roles. To address this issue of unpaid domestic work by women,
it is important to recognize and value the contributions of women who
perform this work. This can include providing compensation and benefits
for domestic unpaid workers, as well as implementing policies and pro-
grams that support women in their domestic and caregiving roles. It is
equally crucial to work towards achieving gender equality in all aspects
of life, including in households, workplace, and in broader society. This
paper attempts to analyse the trade-off between paid and unpaid work
stemming from this disproportionate burden of unpaid domestic work on
women in the Indian context. It also aims to identify various associations
of such work with household-level and individual-level characteristics such
as number of dependents, level of education, & marital status.
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2 Literature Review

The prevalence of a trade-off between paid and unpaid work for women
has also been brought up by a large section of literature on the matter.
One study states that the gender gap in unpaid care work has significant
implications for women’s ability to actively take part in the labour market
and the type/quality of employment opportunities available to them [1].
Time is a limited resource, which is divided between labour and leisure,
productive and reproductive activities, paid and unpaid work. Thus, there
exists a trade-off with productive work and skill development being the
opportunity cost of unpaid work.

Another paper also explores the connection between unpaid care work
and paid work, and its implications for gender equality and economic de-
velopment [2]. The author argues that the invisible and undervalued na-
ture of care work has far-reaching consequences for women’s labour force
participation, wages, and career advancement opportunities using CMIE
household panel data.

The impact of this trade-off is not limited to individual women but does
impact an economy on a macro level. Women particularly have withdrawn
from the labour market due to rising incomes to join unpaid domestic ac-
tivities such as weaving, tailoring, gathering free goods, domestic services,
etc [3]. One major conclusion of the paper is that the missing labour force
is not really missing—it is not moving out of the labour force. They move
to sectors which are “difficult to measure” by NSSO surveys. Their par-
ticipation and the time spent by them on these activities is not negligible
if proper methods for data collection are used. This “non-missing labour
force” needs to be covered under employment policies, as they are a part of
the labour market. Time-use surveys, which capture information on how
people allocate their time across different activities, can provide a more
accurate picture of women’s work and its value to the economy.

Based on primary data from a large household survey in seven districts
in West Bengal in India, a particular study analyses the reasons underlying
low labour force participation of women [4]. It tries to disentangle the
intertwined strands of choice, constraints posed by domestic work and
care responsibilities, and the predominant understanding of cultural norms
as factors explaining the low labour force participation as measured by
involvement in paid work by NSSO.

The authors concluded from their survey that the cultural norms relat-
ing to the gender division of unpaid labour appeared to have much greater
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significance. Not only were women’s unpaid domestic responsibilities far
more significant in constraining conventional labour force participation,
but substantial unmet need for paid work was found among women out-
side the labour force on terms that would allow them to manage their
household responsibilities. This resilience of cultural norms governing the
gender division of unpaid labour is relevant beyond West Bengal as well
and continues to constrain women’s employment in India and across the
globe.

Contrary to the above findings, there exists some literature that contests
the prominent narrative that women voluntarily drop out of the labour
force due to increases in household income or conservative socio-cultural
norms. They suggest that India needs to focus on creating more jobs for
women in order to retain them in the labour force.

Literature also documents the frequent short-term entry and exit of
women from the labour force for reasons unrelated to marriage, caregiv-
ing, and change in household incomes [5]. This is inconsistent with the
idea that women are voluntarily dropping out of the labour force; instead,
it suggests that supply-side reasons cannot be the primary explanation for
the fall in labour force participation of women. The results also suggest
that frequent transitions in and out of the labour force lead to the underes-
timation of female LFPR. The authors stated that even with a restrictive
definition of employment, without counting women’s productive work in
household enterprises, 44 percent of women were in the labour force at
least once during the four-year period, which is far higher than any offi-
cial estimate that does not consider such short and scattered periods of
economic activity. Such frequent transitions in the labour force status of
women, and their recurring and transient exits out of the labour force,
both in urban and rural areas, suggest the unavailability of regular and
steady employment opportunities for women.

3 Research Question

1. Identifying the trade-off faced by Indian women between time spent
on unpaid domestic work and paid work.

2. Analyzing the relationship between unpaid activities performed by
women and their level of education and marital status.
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4 Data and Methodology

The paper uses unit-level data from the Indian Time Use Survey. The
National Statistical Office (NSO), Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation, Government of India, conducted the Time Use Survey in
India for the first-time during January to December 2019. This survey cov-
ered 1,38,799 households (rural: 82,897 and urban: 55,902). Information
on time use was collected from each member of age 6 years and above of
the selected households. The survey enumerated 4,47,250 persons of age 6
years and above (rural: 2,73,195 and urban: 1,74,055). Data was collected
for one day in a week in a 24-hour time diary—from 4 am to 4 am the
next day—using face-to-face interviews. This time diary was divided into
30-minute time slots and each time slot collected at the most three activ-
ities, and only those activities on which 10 minutes or more were spent
were recorded.

The survey collected data on various activities, including unpaid do-
mestic work, undertaken by women. The primary objective of Time Use
Survey (TUS) was to measure participation of men and women in paid
and unpaid activities. It is an important source of information on the
time spent in unpaid care giving activities, unpaid volunteer work, un-
paid domestic service producing activities of the household members. The
components of interest for this research exercise are ‘Unpaid domestic ser-
vices for household members’ and ‘Unpaid caregiving services for house-
hold members’ and the respective two-digit activities (childcare, care for
dependent adults etc.) in each of them. By combining both these compo-
nents we can determine the total time spent in a day (in minutes) by each
individual on unpaid domestic work including caregiving activities.

To analyse the associations of different individual-level and household-
level characteristics with different components of unpaid domestic work
we run multiple linear regression models using ordinary least squares and
standard errors clustered at state level. These regressions are run for
women who are a part of labour force for assessing how unpaid domestic
burden relates to various variables for this cohort. This would facilitate
future policy attention in appropriate direction to increase female labour
force participation and ensure better opportunities for women. Some con-
trols used in the model include household size, religion, social group and
sector with our primary covariates being highest education level, number
of dependents (adult and children) in the household, and marital status.
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Figure 1: Data Insights

5 Results

Figure 2: Average Time Spent

Figure 2 illustrates the average time spent by females and males on
various activities in India. The bar graph shows that there exists significant
gender disparities, with females spending significantly more time on unpaid
domestic and caregiving services, while the male counterparts dominates
the paid employment related activities. While the time spent on Leisure
and Community & Related activities is nearly balanced. However Males
spent more time on learning compared to female.
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Figure 3: Average Time Spent on Unpaid Domestic Work

The box plot in Figure 3 confirms that there is a significant difference
between the average time spent doing unpaid domestic work by Indian
men and women. Although men’s median time is minimal, with few out-
liers crossing 500 minutes, women’s median time is substantially higher,
highlighting their disproportionate burden. Also, the interquartile range
for women is broader as compared to men, reflecting greater variability in
their unpaid work hours.

Figures 4 and 5 show that there is no difference in the situation even
when we consider the employment status of the individuals. There is
a minor reduction in the difference between the time spent on unpaid
domestic activities by men and women when we consider individuals to be
part of the labor force. But even then, men are only spending about 1/6th
of the time of what women spend on such work.
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Figure 4: Individuals part of labour force

Figure 5: Individuals not part of labour force
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Figure 6: Spatial Distribution of Disproportionate burden on Women

Figure 6 provides an overview of the interstate variations in the bur-
den of unpaid domestic work with Bihar and Karnataka experiencing the
largest disparity as women spend more than three times more time on
unpaid domestic work compared to men. However, states like Madhya
Pradesh, Chattisgarh, and Rajasthan have a relatively lower ratio, indi-
cating comparatively lesser gender disparity in unpaid domestic work.
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Figure 7: Time Spent across Caste groups

The bar graph in Figure 7 illustrates that the situation remains almost
the same between different caste groups, where the disproportionate bur-
den of unpaid domestic work rests on the shoulders of the woman. How-
ever, the ST caste group has relatively less inequality compared to other
caste groups, and this could be due to the prevalence of matriarchal society
in the northeast states, where the tribal population is the dominant.
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Figure 8: Unpaid work by Women as per Marital Status

Figure 9: Unpaid work by Men as per Marital Status

Figure 8 and 9 shows that the contribution of Men in the household
work significantly declines post-marriage, while that of women see a dra-
matic rise after getting married. This pattern reflects entrenched gender
roles, where household responsibilities disproportionately shift to women
post-marriage. This reinforces the traditional role of women as primary
caregivers.
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Figure 10: Regression Results - Women part of labour force

Figure 11: Regression Results - Women not part of labour force
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Based on Figure 10 & 11 the following observations can be made:

5.1 Impact of Dependent Adults & Children

• More dependent adults reduce unpaid caregiving for both groups, but
the effect is stronger for non-labor force women.

• More dependent children increase unpaid caregiving, but the effect is
stronger for labor force women.

5.2 Role of Education

• For labor force women, higher education reduces unpaid domestic
work, suggesting a shift towards paid employment.

• For non-labor force women, higher education increases both unpaid
domestic work and caregiving, indicating a stronger role in household
responsibilities.

5.3 Marriage and Unpaid Work

• Marriage significantly increases unpaid domestic work for both groups,
but the impact is much stronger for non-labor force women.

• Unmarried women also see an increase in unpaid work, but the effect
is lower than married women.

6 Discussion

The results clearly reflect that there is a major disparity in the burden of
unpaid domestic work between men and women, which is consistent across
social groups, income groups, and workers/non-workers. This supports our
hypothesis of the existence of a trade-off between paid and unpaid work
for women in India.

The regression leaves us with some interesting results. We observe a
positive association of unpaid caregiving services with the education level
of Indian women irrespective of whether they are part of the labour force
or not, which seems counter-intuitive at first. However, this is not the first
instance where such results have been obtained. Literature has reported a
positive association of education with childcare for Spanish, British, and
American mothers, respectively [6]. Using mothers’ time diaries from the
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2003 to 2018 waves of the American Time Use Survey, it was determined
how “time availability” varies by mothers’ educational level, a key measure
of their socioeconomic resources. Generally, less educated people spend
more time obtaining necessary goods and services [7]. It is hypothesized
that mothers with greater resources may be better able to protect childcare
time than less advantaged mothers. They may have more flexible employ-
ment schedules and a greater ability to reduce their housework time with
meal services or the latest household technologies. On the other hand,
they may internalize expectations of “intensive mothering”— placing the
needs of children over all other needs and devoting all available time to
children—to a greater extent than less advantaged mothers’.

7 Conclusion

To summarise, our main findings include a positive association between
unpaid caregiving work and the number of dependent children, but nega-
tive relationship with number of dependent adults. Also, unpaid domestic
work is positively associated with highest education level and marital sta-
tus.

We have also gotten a few counter-intuitive results, which require fur-
ther treatment with different specifications and econometric approaches.
There exists endogeneity in our models owing to omitted variables for
unobservable characteristics. A possible solution can be an instrumental
variable approach - a potential instrument maybe the income of female
members in the household to account for bargaining power of women in
their household.
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